Two challenging aspects of inclusive education are knowing what to teach children with learning disabilities and knowing how to teach the material. Instructional decision making is confounded by variability in instructors' personal teaching philosophies and interventions. However, a fundamental truth in effective teaching is that assessment strategies, both formal and informal, must help the teacher determine the most appropriate instruction, in addition to assessing progress. The question for teachers becomes, How do we maximize instruction for students with special needs in general education classrooms? The answer may lie in effective and appropriate assessment, including rubrics, T-charts, and checklists for students.
Why Change How We Assess?
For generations, assessment and its focus on standards and accountability have controlled the public discourse regarding the improvement of education. Discussions about balancing achievement within the curriculum, making the goals of the individualized education program (IEP) compatible with high standards, and determining what constitutes a thoughtfully directed curricular focus are common. These concerns focus attention on the performance and progress of all learners (Pugach & Warger, 2001 ). Assessment drives instruction, but assessments often lack the primary goal of guiding instructional decisions (Olson, 2003) .
In meeting IEP goals, the assessment used-which is often a pencil-andpaper test-should match the instruction given. In many instances, "the test" is not an assessment that guides instructional decisions; it is, instead, just another assignment that will become a grade in the grade book. Matching IEP goals to performance tasks and designing assessments that offer guidance for teachers, parents, and learners will result in better individualized learning. A comprehensive assessment tool furnishes an academic or behavioral growth measure that aligns with IEP goals, content-area objectives, and national standards; and it enables teachers to identify trends toward meeting these expectations and monitor them (Olson, 2003) .
According to the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 1997 regulations and amendments from the U. S. Department of Education (1999), educators must assess learners with disabilities in the general education curriculum, and they must show progress. Educators must develop instruction that is specifically designed to meet the needs of learners with disabilities. Also, the IEP requires that educators consider how a learner will participate in statewide and districtwide assessments of achievement. The IDEA amendments indicate that instruction designed to meet the individual needs of learners with disabilities must include instructional access to the general education curriculum so that learners can meet educational standards.
However, the pencil-and-paper assessments used for today's learners are often not relevant to the content being taught. Expanding the repertoire of assessment strategies will help teachers meet the needs of every learner in the classroom. The most important criterion is making sure that the assessment tool selected allows the teacher to focus appropriately on the learner (Olson, 2003) . Such alternative assessments as rubrics, T-charts, and checklists focus on individualized instruction while meeting the instructional needs of the class.
Design a Rubric
A rubric, which is a set of criteria that outlines expectations for a completed product, can serve as an effective basis for assessment and consequently, for instructional decision making (Erickson, 1995) . Rubrics require a Likert-type scale to quantify decisions about performance and a semantic scale to describe different levels of learning for a particular activity. A rubric also identifies performance competencies that separate student performance into a number of interrelated instructional concerns. For instance, Criteria 1 of the rubric in Figure 1 refers to meaning. The scales, or semantic descriptors, provide details about the concept of conveying meaning for the learner, the teacher, and all members of the class. Every participant understands the desired learning outcomes.
The time spent designing the scale proves its worth, because all students gain a common focus of instruction and the teacher maintains a basis for relating progress and performance within the context of metacognition. The teacher must remember to discuss the rubric standards with the learners ------------------1---------------------2--------------------3 Comments:
Editing
0-------------------1---------------------2--------------------3
Comments:
Organization
Creativity
Spelling and Punctuation 0-------------------1---------------------2--------------------3
Comments: No spelling or punctuation errors in the final draft ple, if basic writing is an IEP goal for the year, the short-term objective may be to use sight words in context. The rubric given in Figure 1 includes spelling and punctuation as one of six criteria for evaluating a learner's journal. The spelling and punctuation criterion can be tailored to focus on a particular spelling or punctuation strategy, such as spelling sight words correctly in context. As progress is monitored, data can link daily instruction with the IEP. More specifically, the data generated can help the teacher make daily instructional decisions.
• Accurate development of the rubric links instruction and learning through assessment in a continuous feedback loop. The learning process becomes more concrete with the narration and feedback inherent in the rubric. Sources of input to the rubric for a student include the teacher, the student, and his or her peers.
• A learner's use of a rubric paces the student through an internal review of a learning task. Using writing to reflect on the learning task may encourage self-assessment and selfdirected instruction (Erickson, 1995) . A student's written metacognitive reflections are helpful for the teacher because committing the learning processes to paper can illustrate a student's metacognitive processing. For example, if a learner comments after reading his or her own work that she or he does not understand why he or she received an editing score of 1, the teacher then knows that the learner does not understand how to edit or has not generalized editing to his or her journal. If the learner still continues to make 1s on editing after more instruction from the teacher, the learner may need to question himself or herself about why he or she continues to make the mistakes repeatedly. Focused corrective feedback from the teacher becomes more individualized and specific.
• Rubrics often make feedback easier to share because the student knows what will be evaluated and how the work will be evaluated before the teacher gives the assignment. Feedback may be one of the most neglected aspects of teaching specialneeds students because of the perceived time involved in this level of decision making. The rubric makes the decision process more direct and less time-consuming for a teacher and a learner. Peer feedback, within the framework of the classroom environment, can provide a structured social context and often a less threatening, yet inclusive, response to the special learner and to his or her instructional and assessment needs.
Developing a T-Chart
A T-chart (see Figure 2) is an assessment tool that easily indicates behavioral goals or objectives. 
Devising a Checklist
After developing and monitoring the Tchart, educators can derive a more concrete assessment from it. A checklist (see Figure 3) that is based on a T-chart can help facilitate the growth and development of instructional and behavioral expectations, all of which lead to clearly defined assessments. [Insert Figure 3 about here] Figure 3 shows how key behaviors can be exhibited in varying degrees. The teacher should clearly define the terms "almost always," "sometimes," and "never" in a way that is appropriate to the age and needs of the individual. As in developing the T-chart, the teacher will find that showing models and examples of what is and what is not appropriate for the behaviors and actions contained on the checklist is helpful.
Final Thoughts
Assessment must be derived from instruction. After meeting the basic requirements of the assessment needs, the teacher should consider these final aspects of the decision-making process:
• Provide information on how a learner is performing on a unit of instruction.
• Set long-term goals and note achievements as they are reached.
• Show the learner his or her performance on individualized, district-, and statewide assessments.
• Design and build instructional decisions on the basis of assessment results.
• Inform learners, parents, and other relevant decisionmakers about the learner's progress (Olson, 2003) . The assessment process must move to learner-centered methods, because learners need to clearly understand the task and understand how the teacher will assess the task.
The greatest advantage to using more authentic assessments is that they are concrete and establish an understanding of expectations for learners, teachers, and parents. Rubrics can also be individually tailored to meet specific objectives or needs of learners with disabilities. Furthermore, T-charts provide clarity of expectations within a context of mutual understanding. When the learner understands what is expected, the likelihood becomes greater that she or he will master the goal. A checklist provides learners, teachers, and parents with more structure and a better understanding of the assessment being used. When the learners and their parents ask precise questions about assessment and instructional decisions, all learners can receive the most accurate individualized education available.
